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often beseu the German mind—these qualities have
always been recognized. I need not dwell on his
masterly estimates of men and books, even of such as
lay outside his normal personal sympathy; and the
crushing irq>ny with which he wiped out the bunglers
of literature. His two greatest critical works are the
Laokoon an</l the Hamburgische Dramaturgic. The first
of these is a> milestone in the development of eighteenth-
century aesthetic thinking. Building on ideas of
Marmontejl and Diderot, he, for the first time, differ-
entiated clearly the arts according to their aims and
functions :
pigeon-holed, as it were, the activities of
the imagination.    The pity of it is that, instead of
giving us
a finished treatise, he has left us only a
collection (of materials for such a treatise. Moreover,
the Laokoon means something different to us to-day
than it did to its own time. Then it was regarded
—and rightly regarded—as a protest against excessive
inroads of the poet on the province of the painter and
sculptor. For us of a post-romantic age this delimita-
tion has lost its force ; the modern art of Europe has
largely repudiated Lessing's teaching, and sought to
associate rather than dissociate the arts. But as a
monument of acute aesthetic thinking and classic
style the Laokoon has not yet grown effete.
Lessing's other great contribution to aesthetic theory,
his Hamburgische Dramaturgic., was, as we have seen,
merely a critical newspaper dealing with the mediocre
repertory and hardly less mediocre performances of
an actor-ridden theatre, in which an artistic conscience
was not conspicuous. But the very poverty of his
materials gave Lessing his opportunity ; he was forced
to discuss general questions because the particular
ones were not worth discussing. It has often been
said that the pivot round which the Hamburgische
Dramaturgic turns is the Poetics of Aristotle. I do not
think so. The central figure of Lessing's treatise is
Voltaire ; the Dramaturgic is one long polemic against
Voltaire and all that the pseudo-classicism of France

